General practitioners' knowledge of functional and social factors in patients with rheumatoid arthritis.
The care of people with chronic physical disease is an important part of the work of general practitioners (GPs). Knowledge of social and functional factors, and good teamwork with other health and social care professionals, are necessary to provide high quality general practice care. This study investigated functional disability, social situation and the involvement of health and social care professionals in patients with rheumatoid arthritis, and their GPs' knowledge of these factors. Questionnaires were sent to all patients aged 15-74 with rheumatoid arthritis in two general practices, and similar questionnaires were given to their GPs. Functional disability was assessed using the health assessment questionnaire (HAQ), on a scale of 0-3. The GP consultation rate for patients with rheumatoid arthritis in the previous year was 6.9 compared to 3.7 for all patients in the practices, and increased with increasing disability. Sixty-five per cent of patients had a moderate (HAQ > 1 but </= 2) or severe (HAQ > 2) disabiltiy. There was an average difference between patient and GP scores for functional disability on the HAQ of 0.49 (95% confidence interval 0.36-0.62), with GPs scoring lower than patients and the difference increased with increasing disability. Seventy-one per cent of patients had seen a rheumatologist or orthopaedic surgeon in the previous year, but there was little involvement by other members of the primary health care team (PHCT). General practitioners had good levels of knowledge of their patients' employment status and who they lived with, but poor knowledge of most of the welfare benefits they were receiving, and of other health and social care professionals involved. It is concluded that GPs see their patients with rheumatoid arthritis frequently, but are often lacking the knowledge about their patients to provide high quality care. They often only know about aspects of their patients' care in which they are directly involved. Ways are suggested for how this situation could be improved.